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The Sacrament of Public Life 
The Politics of Becoming Church 
STEPHAN VAN ERP 
 
 
 Welcome 
 
A very warm welcome to you. It is a delight to see you all here. Some of you have travelled 
from afar and I am truly grateful for the effort you have made to be present here. In the past 
few weeks, I had to disappoint more than a hundred people, who wanted to come to this 
conference. Unfortunately, there were no places available anymore. We could have moved 
the conference to another venue, but the committee thought there would be more room for 
discussion and personal encounter with a relatively small group of delegates. And here you 
are, if not the chosen, at least now you know: you are the happy few. Welcome. 
 You have come to the university’s conference centre Soeterbeeck, and our host here is 
Maarten Hendriks, who has been a tremendous help in making us feel as comfortable as pos-
sible. The Soeterbeeck centre was built in 1733 as a monastery for Augustinian nuns, and the 
building has had some extensions along the way, like the chapel dating from 1906. The Au-
gustinian Sisters lived here until 1997, and then handed over the monastery to the university 
with all its antique objects. The modernist room where we are now is built in 1954 and used 
to be the laundry, playfully called ‘the purgatory’, and during the days of our conference it 
might still prove to be a purgatory of some sorts, in Dante’s words: ‘that second region, [not 
a fixed place, not a place for resting, but a place] where the human spirit is purged and be-
comes fit to climb to Heaven.’ 
 
Although this is the official opening of the conference, many of you already have had a full 
day at the emerging scholars conference for PhD-students and post-docs who, I do not hesi-
tate to claim, represent the future of theology. Today, they have presented their papers and 
it has been an engaging and fruitful experience, and will hopefully lead to future conversa-
tions and collaborations. I also hope that the discussions of today have taken away that ini-
tial reluctance to speak at a conference, and I would like to especially invite the younger gen-
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eration of researchers and first timers at an international conference like this to ask your 
questions and to join the discussion. Please do so, if you wish. It will be most appreciated. 
 
 Introduction  
 
As Lieven Boeve just mentioned, the idea of a follow-up conference after ‘The Enduring Rel-
evance of the Theology of Edward Schillebeeckx’ came up in the course of that conference. 
In 2008, we gathered most of the experts on his work and reconsidered the key ideas in 
Schillebeeckx’ theology. This was needed after a relatively quiet period in the reception of 
his work during the 1990s and 2000s, and we thought then that it was time to confront his 
theology with contemporary thought. That first conference has offered a new overview of 
his work and its legacy. All this was not meant as a starting point for creating a new genera-
tion of ‘Schillebeeckxians’. Such a creature does not exist, even though some gathered here 
are very much influenced by his work. Others present here appreciate his work with some 
reluctance and criticism, and some are downright opposed to his ideas. And some of you 
have never really delved into Schillebeeckx’ theology. It triggered someone to comment on 
the conference programme that it was ‘the oddest combination of theologians who would 
never fully agree’, while someone else thought ‘the configuration of theologians put togeth-
er for this conference is very exciting and bodes well for the future of the discipline’. Let us 
hope both is somewhat true. 
 Anyone familiar with Schillebeeckx’ work would understand the uneasiness with hav-
ing another conference on his work or an aspect of it, even though 2014 marks the cen-
tenary of his birth and his picture is very prominent on our conference poster. His theologi-
cal hermeneutics however defied any exegetical or historical work for its own sake, even 
though his theology was very much rooted in exegesis and historical theology. And his own 
theology was never merely a commentary on someone else’s work. Therefore, we would 
honour him most by accentuating that this conference is not about Edward Schillebeeckx 
and his theology, but, as it is, about the relationship of theology and public life 
 Schillebeeckx took what he called ‘the present situation’ as the starting point for the-
ological analysis. With ‘situation’, he was not referring to the spirit of the times or simply to 
what one can hear and see in the news, but, as he put it in his valedictory lecture, he consid-
ered situation ‘the context of the people to whom the gospel is proclaimed here and now’, 
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and more specifically ‘the way Christians live in sequela Jesu’, in other words: Christian or-
thopraxis. Schillebeeckx’ theology was not so much a contextual theology, but a theology of 
culture, which to him is always already marked by proclamation and praxis, by new interpre-
tations of the gospel and new forms of public life faithful to the gospel. To uncover and un-
derstand how this is the case in our present time, this could be our theological task for the 
coming days.  
 
 1. The Hidden Dwarf: Three Types of Public Theology 
 
Now some of you might have had the same experience as me, when preparing your paper 
for this conference on theology and public life during this summer. The events in Ukraine, 
North-Iraq and Gaza raise questions about the role of faith in political conflict, about reli-
gious and state law, or about religion and global governance. The current events resist all 
too simple theological models of compassion or diversity, even though they might touch 
upon the heart of the matter. Instead, these events ask for special consideration of local and 
cultural-historical developments and call for nuanced and rigorous academic treatments of 
conflict and war, or migration and poverty, rather than for good intentions, in which theolo-
gians to my opinion all too often trade. The question then could be ‘What is theology’s task 
when confronted with the current political situation?’, though that question could be easily 
understood in an ethical constructivist, and perhaps therefore also often paralysing sense of 
‘What can we do? If theology ‘however has a practical, critical and liberating task, a funda-
mental question should be: What has happened, what is happening that makes people want 
to witness and speak theologically? Which event has caused that critical voice that speaks of 
the history of salvation? 
 Public theologies, as I will show, are often a response to a silenced theological heart 
in all things political, but I sometimes wonder whether they unintentionally add to that prac-
tice of silencing. Walter Benjamin might have been right to point at theology’s hidden voice 
in the famous beginning of his Theses on the Concept of History, by telling the story of an 
automaton chess machine, constructed in such a way that it could play a winning game of 
chess, answering each move of an opponent with a countermove. The story goes like this: 
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A puppet in Turkish attire and with a hookah in its mouth sat before a chessboard 
placed on a large table. A system of mirrors created the illusion that this table was 
transparent from all sides. Actually, a little hunchback who was an expert chess play-
er sat inside and guided the puppet’s hand by means of strings.  
 
Benjamin then draws an analogy from this story, as he writes: ‘The puppet called ‘historical 
materialism’ is to win all the time. It can easily be a match for anyone if it enlists the services 
of theology, which today, as we know, is wizened - small and ugly - and has to keep out of 
sight.’  
 That story might as well be a good description of theology’s situation in late or post-
modernity, acting as the hidden dwarf behind cultural and political developments. There are 
good apophatic or political reasons to keep it hidden. As theologians however, we might 
somehow want to uncover this concealed player, at least by trying to understand the work-
ings of its hidden presence, in order to make a real theological critique more manifest. Public 
theologies are attempting to do just that, but I will argue that, although often voicing admi-
rable political criticisms, they frequently fail in witnessing the theological, thereby keeping 
that little theological player hidden. I will show this by distinguishing three types of public 
theology, some of whose advocates would be quite wary to be categorised as such. My ty-
pology is not intended to give an overview of the field, let alone be exhaustive, but it is in-
strumental to my search for obscured theological expressions of theological critique in re-
cent theologies of public life.  
 
a. Public theology versus ‘traditional beliefs’ 
In his book, A Theology of Public Life, Charles Matthewes describes the universal character of 
the field. To him, public life includes everything concerned with the public good – everything 
from clearly political actions such as voting, campaigning for a candidate, or running for of-
fice, to less directly political, like social activities such as serving on a school board, a sports 
club, or a planning commission, volunteering for food banks, and speaking in a civic forum, 
and to arguably non-political behaviours, such as simply talking to one’s family, friends, col-
leagues or strangers about public matters of common concern. The negative consequence of 
the universal meaning of the term ‘public’, according to Matthewes, is that certain variants 
have become self-destructively accommodating to the society they have been developed in. 
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He argues that they let the ‘larger’ secular world’s self-understanding set the terms, and 
then ask how religious faith contributes to the purposes of public life, understood within 
these terms.  
 Matthewes voices the most commonly heard criticism of public theologies. Although 
I think he unduly generalizes the field, he does point at a risk that in some cases has become 
very true. In the Dutch theological context, the accommodationist type of public theology 
certainly exist and in recent years it has become quite influential too, if not dominant. In a 
much debated theological pamphlet, theologian Ruard Ganzevoort – perhaps best described 
as the Dutch Don Cupitt – writes that we need a ‘public theology’, a theology that is of ser-
vice to the modern world, by translating the old unintelligible language of faith that has be-
come obsolete long ago into what he calls ‘the meaning of modern culture’. In doing so, he 
argues that public theologians should give up their truth claims and offer wisdoms of life 
where needed. They should become compassionate therapists of repressed but insatiable 
desires by giving a new language and meaning to these desires, thus making them manifest 
and instrumental for building a society of hope and peace. 
 
‘Public’ in this type of theology, means non-traditional, non-institutional, non-doctrinal, and 
non-propositional, and perhaps, I should add, non-critical. A public theology of this kind de-
clares itself to be pastoral, rather than analytical, and presumes it is more contemporary 
than any theology of retrieval will ever be – in whatever form: magisterial, or the ones aim-
ing for ressourcement or recontextualisation. The hidden dwarf is not only kept hidden, it is 
presumed to be left behind as the past’s most important relic. 
 
b. Public theology versus Enlightenment modernity 
There is no such resentment in what has come to be known as ‘public theology’. In her book 
Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age, Elaine Graham 
claims that public theology is a critical response to secular liberalism bracketing out religious 
reasoning from public discourse and requiring its translation into a shared universal rational 
language. Most notably, John Rawls suggested in his later work that religiously motivated 
arguments should be accepted as publicly valid, but only insofar as they are translatable into 
secular claims, not requiring any specifically religious understanding. Rawls’ version of politi-
cal secularism – unintentionally no doubt – bears directly on the extent to which one of the 
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most fundamental of all citizenship rights is open to all. Paradoxically, he proposed a limit on 
religion in the public sphere, which he regarded to be the realm of equal inclusion, but at the 
same time dissociated himself from accepting religious discourse as a public conversation 
partner, thereby practicing an ironic exclusion.  
 This way, certain versions of secularism have extended a specific element of the Eu-
ropean Enlightenment tradition, which imagined religion to be properly outside the frame of 
the public sphere. The Enlightenment thinkers did not so much not report on public life, but 
they did seek to construct a new reality in which religion would be outside the frame of the 
public sphere. According to sociologists Craig Calhoun and David Martin, Kant’s effort to re-
construct religion ‘within the limits of reason alone’ was an intrusion of the practical and 
lived orientations of many religious people. It did respect a specific area for faith – the Ei-
gensinn or sensus privatus of religion – but only by excluding that particular aspect from the 
realms of reason and thus from the public sphere.  
 Elaine Graham claims that the present situation defies this segment of modernity and 
qualifies our time as ‘post-Enlightenment and ‘post-secular’. Currently, she argues, there is a 
‘unique juxtaposition of both significant trends of Enlightenment secularism and continued 
religious decline (…) and signs of persistent and enduring demonstrations of public, global 
faith’. According to her, in this particular but global situation, the specific task of public the-
ology is to negotiate a path between the rock of religious revival and the hard place of secu-
larism, hence the title of her book. 
 She finds the American political philosopher Michael Sandel by her side, as he argues 
against Rawls that rather than avoiding the particular moral and religious convictions 
brought into public life, we should attend them more directly. To counter history following 
its own course, the very possibility of any critique therefore has to be moral, and conse-
quently the public sphere should make room for religion. According to Sandel, there is no 
guarantee that public deliberation about hard moral questions will in any given situation 
lead to agreement. In his words: ‘It is always possible that learning more about a moral or 
religious doctrine will lead us to like it less. But we cannot know until we try. A politics of 
moral engagement is (…) a more promising basis for a just society.’ In the wake of this kind 
of post-Enlightenment philosophy of engagement, Elaine Graham opts for a form of public 
theology as apologetics, the public presence of theology embracing dialogue and persuasion. 
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 Graham is an exponent of what has become mainstream public theology, that has 
developed ever since Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture to Max Stackhouse’s impressive 
project God and Globalization into what is now a major field in contemporary theology and 
of which Sebastian Kim, present with us today, is an important advocate. It forms a tradition 
of ideas that seeks to generate informed understandings of the theological and religious di-
mensions of public issues, sometimes with a focus on, in Kim’s case, intercultural and global 
developments. To Graham, public theology should be less concerned with defending the 
interests of specific faith communities, although she makes room for a specific role for local 
communities, the laity and grass roots practices of discipleship, spilling over into active citi-
zenship.  
 
Contrary to the first accommodationist type, this type of public theology is clearly critical, 
but in a strategic and practical sense. Strategic, because it is committed to a shared realm of 
communicative reason and the collaborative task of building a cohesive civil society, with 
genuine mutual accountability of a diversity of communities. In doing so, it proposes the 
need for Christians to understand the insights of secular reason, in order to become sup-
porters for justice and the common good, rather than engaging in real theological critique of 
secular reason. And it is practical or pastoral, because it is, in the words of Graham, ‘not 
propositional but transformational, seeking for practicing wisdom, concerned with contrib-
uting in word and action to a flourishing public square’. 
 
c. Public theology versus secular liberalism and capitalism 
My third type of ‘public theology’ is made up of a group of theologians who would to a cer-
tain degree not approve of the categorization, but I have included them to point at devel-
opments in the broader field of theology and the public, in which material theological con-
tent provides a straightforward critique of secular liberalism and contemporary capitalism. 
Jürgen Habermas, insisted in his later work on the necessity of a robust public sphere with 
an important role for religious traditions in countering the ideology of neoliberalism. As-
sessing the amorality of the global market and its apparent inability to save itself from immi-
nent collapse leads him to turn to religion as a potential source of alternative global values. 
To Habermas, religion is valuable as a source and resource for democratic politics. It offers, 
what he calls a ‘semantic potential’, the potential for new meaning, not least to a political 
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left that since 1968 may have exhausted other resources. Habermas’ account however, of 
the public sphere and its transformations pays almost no attention to the content of religion 
and he presents it merely as a tool for a better oriented and more accommodating democra-
cy. 
 In the 1980s, Alasdair MacIntyre makes more room for religious traditions them-
selves providing the critical content against liberalism by claiming that the Enlightenment, 
instead of offering a neutral, universal truth, was itself a particular tradition and world view 
like any other, and embodied the interest of a particular group. MacIntyre consequently ar-
gues that the very possibility of critique presumes some shared commitment to truth, even if 
that truth is not a view from nowhere that can be securely grasped and possessed. There-
fore, against the false neutrality of modern liberalism, he speaks of tradition-based reason-
ing embedded in social and historical practices, which are open to dialogue, interaction and 
development. 
 Stanley Hauerwas has accentuated the distinctiveness of religious, i.e. Christian life 
even further and formulated a fully theological critique of liberalism as a witness to the 
Church against liberal democracy. To him, liberal accounts of freedom substitute an abstract 
procedural account of freedom as choice for more classical accounts of freedom as orientat-
ed towards real shared goods and ends. Against Kantian rationalist foundationalism that 
separates faith and the public sphere, Hauerwas therefore opts for an integralist approach of 
the relationship of Church and world, although the success of that integralism paradoxically 
depends on a theological critique over against the modern world, based on a strong identity 
of the Christian communities.  
 In the collection of essays, Faith in the Public Square, Rowan Williams voices the 
same concerns as MacIntyre and Hauerwas, and summarizes his public theology as a ‘cri-
tique of programmatic secularism’. Williams, like MacIntyre, views the state as a community 
of communities, rather than a monopolistic sovereign power, thereby supporting a pluralist 
and decentralised pattern of social life. Furthermore, he hints at a sacramental approach to 
the material world against the mythology of control and guaranteed safety, calling for a scal-
ing down of consumption and pollution and rejecting unlimited material growth. Market 
thinking and market relationships have invaded every human activity by putting a price on 
everything, thereby obfuscating the sense of society’s public goods as transcending the sta-
tus of commodities, even beyond the very nature of democratic society itself. Williams 
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claims that the way the market commodifies basic goods has alienating effects for everyone, 
especially for the poorest, and insists against liberalism that there are real basic human 
goods simply beyond choice, or beyond any attempt to surrender them to the logic of rights 
and freedom, which resonates with the critical analysis of modern freedom in Bill 
Cavanaugh’s Being Consumed.  
 
This third type of ‘public theology’ is primarily ecclesial and represents a conservative cri-
tique of modernity. Politically, it is just as critical as the second type, and often supports 
similar, socialist sympathies, as John Milbank ends his recent book Beyond Secular Reason by 
saying that his political theology can be regarded a ‘left’ reading of Catholic social teaching. 
But more importantly, theologically, this third type of public theology has strong post-liberal 
overtones: Christ interprets the world, rather than that God’s Word can be used for support-
ing political or hermeneutical positions, and perhaps this is a theological critique that needs 
to be taken seriously - and in my own theological context that is predominantly liberal, I am 
quite aware that this plea is immediately suspect. But for a variety of reasons – religious plu-
ralism, materialism, and not least, present-day theo-political violence – the question for the 
theological heart of Christian public reasoning and praxis should be made more prominent in 
academic theology. This might be well the time we uncover Benjamin’s hidden dwarf, which 
could enable us to engage in a real critique of the public sphere, if only to find our own lan-
guage and convictions being broken down by that little player that we ourselves have si-
lenced against our own intentions. 
 
 2. God into the World: Ontological Considerations 
 
In stark contrast with all the above mentioned positions, Charles Matthewes defines ‘the 
public’ theologically by, as he puts it ‘exploring its place in the created and fallen order and 
in the economy of salvation’. This theological starting point displaces public theology from its 
common working field. Instead of arguing for the legitimacy or critical purposes of church 
and theology in public life, Matthewes would want to argue for the legitimacy of public life 
in the Christian faith. He does not ask, ‘What does God have to do with politics?’, but in-
stead, ‘What does politics have to do with God?’ According to him, the primordial sense of 
‘public’ is not in the saeculum at all, but lived and experienced in the ultimate public, coram 
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Deo, before God, and it is this place before God that commits one to a particular kind of pub-
lic or political engagement, but Matthewes does not make clear why our common public 
engagements themselves could not be regarded as performances coram Deo.  
 Rowan Williams makes a closer connection between contemplation and politics, but 
only by displacing the public from its common location to a liturgical dwelling. He has given a 
description of the Christian churches as being public, in as far as Christian believers go out to 
listen and to be spoken to. To him, public theology is not primarily the normative self-
manifestation of a particular community of faith in a world of diversity, but it is founded up-
on the original, self-relativizing moment of silence, in which a community gathers to listen to 
the Word of God. Contrary to Elaine Graham’s plea for a commitment to a shared realm of 
communicative reason, Williams argues for a non-negotiable cohesion of commitments that 
is embodied by a listening community. According to him, the language of public theology is 
therefore marked by contemplation and interruption rather than by the communication with 
others. Even in these cases that interruption occurs within the communication with others, it 
is not the communicative act itself that constitutes theology being public. Yet, that does not 
entail that the Church has to contemplatively withdraw from the world. So, the question 
then arises how to understand this integral relationship of church and world. What consti-
tutes its union? 
 
This summer I have been reading the work of John Hughes, a gifted theologian and chaplain 
at Jesus College, Cambridge, who died tragically at the age of 35 in a car accident last June. 
In a recently written chapter on Anglican social theology, called ‘After Temple: The Recent 
Renewal of Anglican Social Thought’, he sketched the contours of what could have become 
his proposal for a robust theology of public life by pointing out that an integral view of 
Church and world does not equate to a dogmatic or sectarian refusal to engage with the 
world. An important example, according to Hughes, are the ressourcement theologians, who 
rejected the ‘two-tier approach of modernity’ and returned to the theological resources, 
precisely for the sake of a more thorough engagement with the contemporary world. John 
wrote: ‘If there is no pure nature and no neutral secular reason, no ontological separation of 
the sacred and the secular, then, against Barth and perhaps the earlier Hauerwas, all reason 
and truth and nature is already theological and thus cannot be simply excluded and ignored’. 
In similar vein, Oliver O’Donovan wrote about political theology: ‘Theology must break out of 
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the cordon sanitaire of modernity that separates religion and politics, for theology is political 
simply by responding to the dynamics of its own proper themes’. 
 What struck me most in John Hughes’ text was him indicating that the difference be-
tween modern two-tier accounts of nature and grace, or reason and revelation, and integral-
ism, does not map directly on the difference between accommodationist or liberal positions 
and the more oppositional stances on the relationship between Church and the world. Ac-
cording to him, this is partly because of ‘the distinction of the ontological and epistemologi-
cal elements of the relationship, so that an ontological integralist might still find him or her-
self in a minority position of opposition to the wider culture in specific situations’ - Hau-
erwas, as I have mentioned before, is clearly an example of this case - while others, like Ro-
wan Williams have opted for an open engagement with a pluralist society based on the same 
integral ontology. So, on the one hand there is a recognition in contemporary theology that 
there is need for some kind of integralist view of Church and world – while on the other 
hand, there is a variety of sometimes even fully opposed critical, political positions, coming 
from the same integralist position. 
 In Theology and Social Theory, John Milbank commented on different types of inte-
gralism, one rooted in the theology of Henri de Lubac, and the other derived from the 
thought of Karl Rahner, and he crudely summarized the difference by saying that ‘whereas 
the French version supernaturalizes the natural, the German version naturalizes the super-
natural. The thrust of the latter version is in the direction of a mediating theology, a univer-
sal humanism, a rapprochement with the Enlightenment and an autonomous secular order 
(…), while the French version [tends] towards a recovery of a pre-modern sense of the Chris-
tianized person as the fully real person.’ Now, I would not want to start a formal discussion 
on the concept of ‘integralism’, because I would have to take the complex political history of 
that term into account, nor do I have the expertise or the time tonight to delve into the con-
sequences of that concept for the debate on Church and state, but I would like to stress the 
importance of integral theologies of Church and world, and nature and grace for the devel-
opment of contemporary theologies of public life. And along the way, I will make clear  that 
Milbank’s distinction is unwarranted and that he cannot blame liberation theology, as he has 
done, for being on the wrong, German side of the spectrum by simply embracing the world 
as an autonomous sphere, thereby ‘reinterpreting Christianity in terms of a dominant secu-
lar discourse of our day’.  
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 3. Church in the World: The Politics of Christ 
 
Edward Schillebeeckx, one could say, suffers from what Milbank calls a Rahnerian integral-
ism: ‘a mediating theology, a universal humanism, a rapprochement with the Enlightenment 
and an autonomous secular order’, all this applies to Schillebeeckx’ theology. But Milbank 
seems to neglect the theological motifs that are at the heart of Schillebeeckx’ work, and with 
it, he is unwillingly on a par with the liberal interpreters he tries to dispute, by overlooking 
the theological dwarf that he is so keen to bring out. So, for the sake of my argument, in 
search of a critical theology of public life, I will let Schillebeeckx turn the mirrors that reflect 
the world to the world and will show which positive theology is at play. 
 In his last major work, Church. The Human Story of God, Schillebeeckx opens the first 
chapter with the sentence ‘Extra mundum nulla salus’, a play on ‘Extra ecclesiam nulla salus’. 
To him, this is a serious and very fundamental theological play on words, and one that - not 
surprisingly - has been criticised ever since and sometimes misunderstood. In his letter to 
the conference participants in 2008, he wrote that most criticism of that sentence, concen-
trates too one-sidedly on the word ‘mundum’, as if he had wanted to make the suggestion 
that church and world are equal in having the possibility to accommodate salvation, or that 
the church has become redundant since modern theology discovered the salvific qualities of 
the secular. Instead, he writes that the critics seem to forget that the word ‘salus’ is a theo-
logical concept, one that signifies the God-given quality of salvation and it should therefore 
not be taken as a ‘humanist’ concept of human well-being. However, he argues, ‘salus’ and 
‘mundum’ are necessarily intertwined, in as far as salvation needs to be and can be experi-
enced in the world and is mediated by others, while at the same time, ‘the Living and Eternal 
God is both near and “always going out ahead” of these experiences and mediations’. 
 Since the Second Vatican Council, and especially in the wake of Gaudium et spes, the 
relationship of Church and world has been central to Schillebeeckx’ theology. At first, his 
treatment of the subject was not overtly political, nor was it meant to be primarily pastoral 
or ethical. The nature of his commentaries on Gaudium et spes was rather metaphysical and 
anthropological, i.e. deeply rooted in the doctrines of creation and sin. To him, ‘world’ is the 
place of grace and its shadows, and the Church a community that responds to the call for 
forgiveness, and as such, sign and instrument of the fulfilment of the history of salvation: 
sacramentum mundi. 
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 In his extensive commentary on Schema XIII, the preparatory document for Gaudium 
et spes, Schillebeeckx writes that at the core of the document lies the recognition that in the 
Church, the mystery of Christ is revealed in a recognisable form in history. Yet, according to 
him, God is not present in the Church alone, but it is God’s presence to the whole world that 
is made visible and witnessed of by the Church. As a concentrated presence of grace, the 
Church seeks to manifest what is present in every human existence: the givenness of God’s 
grace. ‘World’, to Schillebeeckx therefore, is a theological concept that refers to a profane 
reality with its own structures and laws, precisely because it has been taken up by God in 
Christ. He writes: Although [the world] has its own secular goals, given to human beings to 
make it their own, it is given in human hands to glorify God’s name.’ As such, the world as 
God’s creation is considered by him a de-sacralising and demythologising act, which has be-
come present in Christ, in an absolute and gratuitous way. Milbank is right to point out that 
in this type of theology, creation as a whole is regarded autonomous – an idea that is not 
exclusively German or Rahnerian, but can also be found in the theologies of Marie-
Dominique Chenu and Yves Congar – but he fails to see that this autonomy is the conse-
quence of God’s grace, made visible by the reconciled People of God in the Church.  
 Thus, Schillebeeckx’ view of the world has a firm Christological foundation. His biog-
rapher, Erik Borgman, has claimed that for Schillebeeckx, ‘Jesus’ message and acts can be 
regarded as redeeming the present, and the ongoing inspiration people experience as com-
ing from his life and message, signifies Christ’s continuing presence among us. Accordingly, 
Church and theology do not present Christ’s message to the world, but gather and seek to 
embody the present message of God’s promise that lives among people.’ Against bishop 
John Robinson, Schillebeeckx himself wrote that there is a stubborn and mistaken suggestion 
in Honest to God that compassion with others is the source of Christ’s grace in the world, 
while he stresses that it is God’s compassion with Christ, the Living One, through the Spirit in 
his Body, the Church. 
 So, Church and world do not simply relate to each other as that which is familiar to 
Christianity and that which is foreign to Christianity, or between the religious and the pro-
fane, dichotomies that have been expressed by both liberal and orthodox theologians, but 
they are two complementary forms of one Christianity, which is both sacred and profane, 
because it is sanctified through Christ Jesus. Christian life therefore is lived in the world, and 
the Church is its inspiration, its embodiment and its fulfilment. For public theology, this inte-
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gral – or perhaps better now, incarnational – relationship between Christ, Church and world 
could prove to be vital. Church and public life are not opposites, but they are shaped by each 
other in Christ, who has made human history a sacrament of salvation. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
How can this sacramental ontology, that has dominated twentieth century Catholic theolo-
gy, be made fruitful for current debates in public theology? Would it entail understanding 
public life as emerging from God’s sacramental presence? Is modern citizenship – the subject 
of contemporary public life –a liturgy of some sorts, a sacramental expression of God’s pres-
ence in the world? Schillebeeckx himself has never drawn that conclusion, but he did make 
room for Christian living being considered in the wake of the sacraments. The Church needs 
the faithful to become Church, as public life needs the Church to make visible that Christ is 
present in the world. So public life needs faith through love, and I take it to be theology’s 
task to understand the sovereignty of grace, at work in the middle of it. Not by displacing 
Christ’s government to a separate realm, nor by diminishing the Christ-event to a particular 
narrative of virtues – either ethical or theological – but by providing the critical tools for be-
coming Church, dedicated to the common good of all people. To Schillebeeckx, the Church’s 
social teaching  – her own public theology – must be the proof of the extent to which she 
understands herself as the eschatological community of salvation in the world, and it is in 
this understanding that the world appears as a sign of the hidden God it lives from and to-
wards. 
